Chapter 2

LITERATURE AND LETTERS

r f world appreciation of Russian literature is based chiefly on
the great masters of the nineteenth century and? to a less
extent., on those who followed them in the present century,

wthat does not mean that Russian literature consists of a sudden

and inexplicable efflorescence during these years. On the contrary
the Russian tradition is long, and it is not uninteresting to note that
one of its mainsprings is similar to that of early English literature:
the songs and legends of the Norse people. It was these that the
Varangians brought with them when they marched southwards to
Kiev, and it was their cousins that gave birth to the great Icelandic
sagas.

This influence is noticeable in the chronicles and legends of the
eleventh and twelfth centuries, when the Varangians had become
assimilated to the Rus completely. These documents are marked by
a supple lucidity that has all the marks of a high literary craftsman-
ship. The work of monks, they are not mere records of facts but
lively eyewitness accounts of current and recent events seen through
the eyes of men who had the power of assessing human character
and motives. They have in their purity a keenness of vision and an
imaginative turn of phrase and handling that make them literary
gerns.

The Varangian influence is much stronger in the popular heroic
legends of the time. These were the work of the people? no doubt the
descendants of the original Varangian 'skalds'. They are the battle-
cries of a country fighting for its existence against threats from
enemies both within and without. These are the real stuff of folk-
lore. They persisted through the ages, and even after the October
Revolution old people could recite versions of them in all parts of the
country. The evidence for them is almost entirely oral, except the
famous manuscript of The Tale of the Host of Igor, which has
wound itself inextricably round Russian literature and Russian
music.

The Tartar invasion never succeeded in killing all things Russian.
On the contrary, the most striking thing about the Mongol occupa-
tion is that, though it lasted so long, it failed to obliterate the real
Russian character of the land and people. There could, of course, be
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